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Except the Lord do build the house 
The builders lose their pain: 

Except the Lord the city keep, 

Michael Kimmitt 

The watchmen watch in vain (Ps. 127:1). 

This article sprang out of recent developments in the Free Church of Scot
land. While sympathising with the necessary stand the Continuing Church has 
taken I am not sanguine as to the long term outcome. It may be useful to explain 
why. This accounts for the Scottish illustrations. But the issues are the same in 

every church or denomination 

Judgment 
It is my opinion that our nation is not only ripe for judgment but is now 

experiencing it: "And even as they did not like to retain God in their knowledge, 
God gave them over to a reprobate mind, to do those things which are not conven
ient" (Rom. 1:28). Sodomy is not only practised but flaunted in our face and a 
veritable holocaust has descended upon the unborn children in the clinics and 
hospitals of our land. Churches, including Reformed ones, are also under judg
ment. We may not "despise the day of small things" and we gladly recognize that 
it is : "Not by might, nor by power, but by my spirit, saith the LORD of hosts." But 
God, in large measure appears to have withdrawn His Spirit and without Him 
we are helpless. Ultimately it is the Lord who builds the house-or who takes 
away the candlestick. A recent Scottish Church Census showed that each week 
around 300 people have stopped attending services in the last eight years, down 
from 690,000 in 1994 to 570,000 in 2002. I have not seen figures for Wales, 
where I live, but the melancholy picture of locked church buildings or conver
sions of church buildings into homes or businesses tell a similar tale. This is not, 
of course, the whole story. The evangelical press brings regular details of new 
churches springing into life and, of course, there is large church growth overseas. 
But the general position is recognisable so it may be useful to explore some 

reasons why churches fail. 
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Wrong Reasons 
1. \~le may fed we fail because we have been insufficiently active in e . vange-

lism, outrea_ch or youth wor~ though experience suggests ~at whether we try 
hard or do little the outcome 1s m~ch the sa_me-_ too often little or nothing. The 
amusement driven, comfortable, lffi!Iloral life will not readily yield its victims to 

the gospel call. 2. Looking round at an ageing congregation, we may see the 
problem as that our children have grown up, perhaps gone on to university and 
ultimately take jobs and marry and raise families in some big city. But this is 
another false reason-if properly raised what is a loss to our local church will be 
a gain to some other. 3. Sometimes numbers increase. A faithful preacher la
bours long and diligently and sheep looking to be fed come in from other con
gregations. But again this is simply a transfer. And still the grim reaper lays his 
hand on each and every congregation and numbers inevitably decline. Very prop
erly we reject those unbiblical developments which have appeared to give a spu
rious but temporary appearance of life to some congregations. But why are we 

failing? \Vhat is the reason? 

The Real Reason 
Is there a clue in the picture of the olive tree in Romans 11? After Pentecost 

many Jews were converted and became part of the Christian church-but the 
bulk did not. And Gentile branches were grafted in. But "do not boast against the 
branches. But if you do boast, remember that you do not support the root, but the 
root supports you. You will say then, 'Branches were broken off that I might be 
grafted in. ' Well said. Because of unbelief they were broken off, and you stand by 
faith. Do not be haughty, but fear. For if God did not spare the natural branches, He 
may not spare you either." Round the olive tree lie the discarded branches of the 

Jewish church, and now heaped on top of them the Gentile branches which God 

has cut off! Their parents and grandparents were faithful members of the church. 
Their ministers brought the Word of Life faithfully to them week by week. The 
praises of God ascended to Him Sabbath by Sabbath but now there remains but 

' di a folk memory of the past. They may appear "to be hatched, matched and s-

patched" but there is no life. 
It is important to realise the details of the picture. The root is ChriSt !he 

stem represents the Jewish church. The branches are not individuals-those united 

to Christ are in Him forever-but generations. It is here we have failed! Ar~ w~ 

1 ki 
. · our lives. 

not over oo ng certain biblical directives which should be governing 
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I believe we are and at the risk of causing some offence I would like to develop 
the matter. 1 

Demography 
Take first the question of Marriage. In the biblical account of the creation we 

read: "And the LORD God said, It is not good that the man should be alone; I will 
make him an help meet for him." The normal and biblical position is that we 
should marry when we come to maturity. Is this something we have failed to 
teach in our preaching? Each generation has its list of the unmarried but it is my 
impression that we have an unusually high proportion of bachelors in Reformed 
churches! Again one meets from time to time godly women who would make 
excellent mothers in Israel, but are denied the normal pattern of home and 
family as a result. 2 

Children 
Second the usual and proper outcome of marriage is children. "And God 

blessed them: and God said unto them, Be fruitful, and multiply, and replenish the 
earth ... " The Psalm we quoted from at the head of this article continues: "Lo, 
children are a heritage of the LoRD; And the fruit of the womb is his reward. As 
arrows in the hand of a mighty man, So are the children of youth. Happy is the man 
that hath his quiver full of them." And in the next Psalm: "Thy wife shall be as a 
fruitful vine, In the innermost parts of thy house; Thy children like olive plants, 
Round about thy table. Behold, thus shall the man be blessed that feareth the LORD." 
I know that not all couples can have children, but have we been brainwashed by 
the view of an over-populated world and the belief that one or two children with 
a maximum of three is an appropriate number? That these are not just OT ideas 
is brought out by the apostle when he writes: "but she shall be saved through her 
child-bearing, if they continue in faith and love and sanctification with sobriety, 
and, later, I desire therefore that the younger widows marry, bear children, rule the 
household and that they may train the young women to love their husbands, to love 

1We are reminded in Scripture by our Lord that one is our Master, even the Christ and we all are 
brethren; and by Paul, Who are you to judge another servant? Each of us shall give account of 
himself to God. I cannot know the circumstances of my readers-nor do I judge their personal 
decisions-I am simply trying to look at the present facts and develop principles from them. 
2Every individual case is different-and I intend no personal judgment-but it does occur to me 
that the very paucity and often smallness of Reformed churches in the UK is probably a contrib
uting factor to the difficulty of finding suitable husbands or wives. 
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calling o( rearing the next gctH-ration ? R1 

\Xie :1rc in fa c t faced with a dc.·n,ogra11hic <.: risis in both church 'ltlL:i ' t t · , , s :\ e t n t'lw 
\Ves t. "C)_f I ~u~·o pc's .furry sevc•~ - n_;ttinns, only one.-, iv1uslitn Albania, wa~. 6,, 

20ll0, tn:unt:,u:~,~~·g· a btrdu-atc s~1H~c.~1cnt ~-o kc.:cp it alivt' indc.·tinitdy. Europe ha~i 
begun to die. 1 he average krultty ol a l •.uropcan woman h.,s fallen to 1.4 

children , with 2. I tH.'l'ded just to replace the cxis ting population ." By the end of 
this century b:nglish people will bl' a n1inority in their homeland:' 

Education 
God tnakes pro1nises to us and our offspring and so we rightly bring tl1em to 

baptjsn1 and thus n1en1bership in the visible church. But what about their spir
itual education? Are t\.vo sern1ons on a Lord's Day, only one of which tl1ey will 
for son1e years attend, and ~ Sunday School class or young people's fellowship 
enough? I think not! Hopefully there will be fa1nily worship but they need to be 
.instructed in the Old Testa1nent and New Testainent; Church History and the 
Catechis1ns; Creeds and Confessions. \Ve have excellent 1naterials in the West
n1inster Standards, but it is my impression that they are being inadequately 
used. We do not expect arith1netic or reading or writing or any other school 
subject to be taught in an unstructured way! Why on earth do we suppose it is 
appropriate for the faith? There is no point in choosing elders who are apt to 
teach if they do not do it! The church needs a well thought out programme 
involving them and the 1ninister! Here is part of an e-mail fro1n a 1ninister in a 
Refonned denonunation: "I have three weekly Bible studies, six catechis1n classes, 

and two worship services to prepare for every week in addition to other n1eetings 

and work. We have now started our annual family visitation ... " 

But we need also to think about Schooling. A century and a half ago the 
n1aster and the 1ninister worked in conjunction. But that is no longer so. The 
b . . tl t schools are 

ulk of the school population and 1nost of the teachers 111 1.e sta e ·der-

now antagonistic to the faith and our children will also be put under constdr 
1 · earing ug 

able peer pressure to conforn1 to the ways of the world: ying, sw ' .' d~ I 
t ki d c . . 1 . l li . 1 . l . l tl1em to be raise . a ng an 1orn1cat1on. Is t 1.1s t 1.e c 1nate 1n w 1.1c 1 we wis 1 

1
Patrick .J. Buchanan, The Death of the West , p. 12. 
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think not! Home schooling may be part of the answer, but if we wish to save the 
next generation for Christ then Christian achools are a necessity. That will in
volve time and trouble and money. 

Would such a programme work? In 1925 three churches left the Christian 
Reformed Church in a dispute over common grace and formed what subse
quently became the Protestant Reformed Churches of America. Fifty years ago, 
in 1953 they had grown to 24 churches, 28 ministers, some 1400 families and 
more than 6000 members. Then a split occurred over the doctrine of the cov
enant. They ended the year with 16 churches, 14 ministers, 560 families and 
slightly less than 2400 members. After they had picked themselves up they con
tinued just such a program: marrying, bearing large families, family prayers, 
regular preaching at least twice a week, catechism and instruction classes for the 
young up to eighteen, Christian schools etc. And the results this year fifty years 
later in 2003? There are now 27 churches; 33 full-time ministers; more than 
1700 families and nearly 7000 members. Practically this is rather charmingly 
illustrated by three notices of 50th Wedding Anniversaries, all from the year of 
the schism, in the pages of the Standard Bearer. In the first there are eight chil
dren, seven married, with 28 grandchildren. In the second there are seven chil
dren, all of whom have married; 46 grandchildren and one great-grandchild and 
the third couple have six children, all married, 9 grandchildren and 6 great 
grand-children. 

Conclusion 
Is the Free Church of Scotland doomed? On the face of it: probably! And the 

same goes for the Free Presbyterians, the APCs and I suspect most of the inde
pendent churches in England and Wales and the Presbyterians of Ireland. Where 
are the biblical churches of Asia Minor? Or the once flourishing churches of 
North Africa? God and time move on! The cry is for revival! Well, may He grant 
it: but it is His work, not ours. But there are things which we can do-and 
which are within our power-some of which I have outlined above. Will we 
bestir ourselves to do them? Or will we continue to let the world write the 
agenda and embrace a graceful and pietistic decline?4 

4But experience teaches that the one certainty about our predictions is that they will be wrong! 
Christ is King of the nations. He has told us to pray:"Thy Kingdom come." There are large and 
gracious predictions in the Word; though I must confess I have no idea how these predictions will 

be fulfilled. 
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